THROUGH   LANDS   OF   THE   BIBLE                 85

Ocean, and up the Persian Gulf. Mariners and shell-fishers
of the Phoenician coast had made the fleet ready for sea.

On the eve of departure the Emperor developed fever, prob-
ably caught in the swamps south of Babylon, which he had
visited in order to plan a new irrigation scheme. Though his
fever was severe, he insisted on performing the daily sacrifices,
but had to be carried to the altar on a couch He spent the
second day of his illness in bed discussing with his admiral
the forthcoming fleet operation, which he ordered to take place
in four days' time. In the evening he was rowed across the
Euphrates to a pleasant house among gardens, where the air
was cooler than in the city For six days he lay there in a
fever, performing the daily sacrifices and reluctantly postponing
the fleet's departure from day to day.

As his temperatuie rose, he became more impatient of delay,
and would not rest until he had been carried back to the
palace in the city, where he could be near general head-
quarters. Now it became obvious to those around him
that he might die. The generals who waited in the hushed
ante-rooms, and the officers who thronged the outer halls
and courtyards, found when they were admitted to the sick
room that Alexander could no longer speak to them. The
rumour spread among the armies, as it had done once before,
when he had leapt alone into a fort in India, that he was
dead; and his Macedonian soldiers came clamouring to the
palace in such numbers that the bodyguard fell back and was
forced to let them in.

Then one of the most tragic scenes in history was enacted
round the couch of the dying Emperor. The rough old
warriors of his campaigns, the Macedonian spearmen and
the old cavalry veterans who had conquered Asia, filed
in their last parade past his couch. Gallantly Alexander
tried to speak to them, but was unable to do so. He greeted
each one by slightly moving his head and signing with his
eyes.

That night seven of his marshals kept vigil in the temple at
Babylon, seeking a message from the Oracle. Should they
bring the Emperor to the temple to be cured by the god?
And in the night they were told to let things be. On the even-
ing of the next day, the eleventh day of his illness, Alexander